Wilde's children's stories. It shows how the conflict between natural and grammatical gender may be problematic for the translator and reveals how Italian children, who believe they are reading a text identical to the original, are in fact reading a somewhat different story.
Introduction

This paper examines nine Italian translations of the collection The Happy Prince
and Other Stories by Oscar Wilde, first published in England in 1888. It looks in particular at how gender in personification is affected by the translation process. The characters in these stories are frequently animals, inanimate objects or natural phenomena that have been personified, a common characteristic of stories for children. The conflict between the English and Italian language systems in the translations of personification will be discussed. What is surprising, however, is not so much that this conflict exists, but that it is rarely openly acknowledged by Wilde's Italian translators. In fact in only one of the translations (translation no. 3) does the translator note the fact that they are changing the gender of personified characters. Consequently, the child readers are led to believe 219 that they are reading a story where the characters are gendered as they were gendered in the original, although this is frequently not the case.
Before proceeding with the analysis, some consideration must be given to the two language systems in question -English and Italian. English is a natural gender language, while Italian is a grammatical gender language. In a natural gender language, gender is attributed not by form but by meaning. This means that, for example, nouns that English speakers refer to as 'she' are in fact biologically feminine in the real world. (Romaine 1999:73) On the other hand, in grammatical gender languages, such as Italian, gender is an inherent, context-independent property of every noun. Thus in Italian, all nouns belong to one of two classes (masculine and feminine) according to their form. A noun's form will determine the way the word will behave grammatically as regards the agreement of adjectives, articles, pronouns and participles.
In natural gender languages such as English, the use of the personal pronouns 'he' 'she' referring to nouns denoting animals, plants or inanimate objects instead of the neuter 'it' is stylistically expressive and deviant from the norm and may thus be considered marked language usage. By contrast, the gendering of inanimate objects and animals in grammatically gendered languages, such as Italian, is the norm and therefore unmarked language usage. So in English, awarding gender to neutral gendered entities is an attention-attracting phenomenon which creates a certain psychological effect, as Jespersen (1961:213) points out: the use of he/she in speaking to inanimate things always implies a strong personal feeling of affection.
It is a process of 'upgrading', as Bell ( 2006:234) 
notes:
English is a language that has lost grammatical gender […] . This is not a problem that arises with great frequency, but it is more likely to present itself in a children's book than elsewhere, because children's fiction is especially likely to contain personifications or anthropomorphized animals.
And once an animal fable of fantasy, or a personified natural phenomenon […] has been given human characteristics, or speech, or simply enough identity to make it an important character in the story, it very likely requires (in English) a pronoun more personal that just 'it'.
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And Quirk (1985: 341) 
comments:
The choice between a personal and impersonal gender is determined primarily by whether the reference is to a 'person', i.e. to a being that is felt to possess characteristics associated with a member of the human race.
However, grammatical gender may not be the empty category it was formerly thought to be. Recent studies have shown that grammatical gendering does in fact seem to influence our way of considering natural gender. Italian psychologists Belacchi and Cubelli (submitted) have found that:
In classifying animals as male or female, Italian speaking participants are influenced by the grammatical gender of their names.
[…] Both adults and pre-school children tended to classify as males animals with masculine names and as females animals with feminine names.
Moreover, Konishi (1993) and Tawmoski-Ryck and Verluyten (1982) claim that the grammatical gender of nouns becomes part of the conceptual representation of the objects they refer to, thus determining the way such objects are thought of. Konishi (ibidem: 531) states:
A study of the use of human pronouns for non-human antecedents in children's literature revealed the underlying attitude towards the referent as well as its attributes affected the choice of pronoun.
So it may be supposed that if, for example, a character in Wilde's stories is masculine gender in translation, it will be conceived by an Italian child reader as having the typical characteristics and behavioural modes of a male, and if translated into the feminine gender, then it will be conceived as having the typical characteristics and behavioural modes of a female.
We shall now see how personification has been affected in the translations of 'The Happy Prince' and 'The Nightingale and the Rose'. Although, for reasons of space, only these two stories will be examined, they are representative of the whole collection.
The Happy Prince
'The Happy Prince' tells the story of a statue of a Prince who, when alive, lived selfishly inside his palace, ignoring his people's plight, but once he became a statue, saw all the poverty and suffering around him. One day a swallow lands on the statue and a 221 deep bond is forged when the swallow agrees to help the poor on behalf of the Prince.
The story ends with the death of the Swallow and the melting down of the statue.
The Swallow is personified as male in the original, a choice obviously made in consideration of the type of behaviour and the social role that Wilde assigns to the character. We must remember, as already stated, that the assigning of a personal pronoun (he/she) to an entity usually referred to by the neutral 'it' will automatically identify the character with a biological sex and therefore with the behaviour associated with that sex.
In his study, Konishi (1993:531) found that:
Gender stereotypes played a role in the choice of he vs. she, since antecedents of 'he' tended to be strong, active, brave, wise and clever, whereas antecedents of 'she' tended to be weak, passive and foolish.
With reference to such traits, Wales (1996:148) describes as stereotypical manly attributes: strong, active, aggressive, powerful, clever, big, fierce and stereotypical womanly attributes: weak, timid, passive, loving, soft, helpful, beautiful, small etc., and indeed the Swallow's behaviour corresponds to a certain stereotype of 'masculinity'. The Swallow is introduced as follows:
One night there flew over the city a little Swallow. His friends had gone away to Egypt six weeks before, but he had stayed behind, for he was in love with the most beautiful Reed. He had met her early in the spring as he was flying down the river after a big yellow moth, and had been so attracted by her slender waist that he had stopped to talk to her.
The male gender of the Swallow is immediately established by linguistic means through the personal possessive 'his' and pronoun 'he', but it is already clear from these first few lines that he also exhibits male-like behaviour. In fact, the story of the Swallow's love for the Reed (a story within the story) is revealing in this regard. We see that the Swallow is attracted by the Reed's physical and typically feminine 'assets': she is "beautiful" and has a "slender waist". The Swallow soon reveals himself to be the dominating partner in the courtship:
'Shall I love you?' said the Swallow, who liked to come to the point at once, while the female Reed is the submissive partner:
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[…] and the Reed made him a low bow.
During their courtship, the Swallow shows off his prowess in a very masculine way:
So he flew round and round her, touching the water with his wings, and making silver ripples.
He eventually tires of the Reed for two reasons. One is her passiveness:
'She has no conversation,' he said. and the second, a vein of jealousy:
[…] and I am afraid that she is a coquette, for she is always flirting with the wind.
Again the dominance of man over woman is revealed in the Swallow's final observation as to why his love ended: although he admires the Reed's domestic inclinations, he disapproves of her unwillingness to submit to his wishes. I admit that she is domestic, he continued, but I love travelling, and my wife, consequently, should love travelling also.
So even before the main story really begins, we find the portrait of a character who is characteristically male, clearly identified not just by grammatical gender markers but also by his behavioural traits. As the story proper unfolds, the Swallow displays other traits of character frequently associated with male stereotypes, such as: i) independence of spirit:
Then the Swallow came back to the Prince. 'You are blind now,' he said, 'so I will stay with you always.'
ii) self-importance:
'I am waited for in Egypt' / Wherever he went the Sparrows chirruped, and said to each other, 'What a distinguished stranger!' so he enjoyed himself very much.
iii) pride in own physical prowess:
I come of a family famous for its agility. / They never hit me of course.
iv) courageous and heroic: Only the translator of translation no. 3 states openly, in a note to the reader, that he has changed the Swallow's gender. The note reads:
Il lettore tenga presente che, essendo la parola 'rondine' nel testo inglese di genere maschile, si crea una situazione di particolari corrispondenze, nel rapporto rondine-principe, che la traduzione non può rendere (se non ricorrendo alla lezione "rondinotto", esteticamente sconsigliabile)." This version seems more faithful to the original. However, the original gender that Wilde chose for his characters, with their specific sexual and social roles and corresponding behaviour patterns, seems not to have been taken into proper consideration by the majority of the translators under study.
The Nightingale and the Rose
In this story, a student falls in love with a professor's daughter who refuses to dance with him at the prince's ball unless he can find a red rose for her to wear. The student cannot find a red rose, but when the nightingale hears of his sorrow, she is moved by his predicament and decides to tinge a rose red with her own blood and thus sacrifice herself for the cause of love. Wilde is writing about a sacrifice made for the sake of love, but this time the protagonist is female, corresponding to more traditional canons where a member of the fairer sex sacrifices herself for love.
In the original the Nightingale is immediately introduced as female:
From her nest in the holm-oak, the Nightingale heard him (ref: the student) and she looked out [...] Wilde draws particular attention to the femininity of the Nightingale when he describes her act of self-sacrifice. To explain this focusing, we must first consider the use of personal pronouns and possessive adjectives in English, which differs from that in Italian. Firstly, English, being an uninflected language, makes constant, unmarked use of subject personal pronouns, distinguished in the 3 rd person singular according to natural, biological gender (he/she) or neuter gender (it), whilst Italian does not normally make subject pronouns explicit, for example 'she sang' vs. 'cantò'. Secondly, his/her indicate the gender of the person who possesses, not the gender of the objects possessed as in Italian, eg. "from her nest" ("her" indicating that the person who 'owns' the nest is of female sex) vs. "dal suo nido" ("suo" m. agreeing with "nido" m.) Thirdly, English constantly uses possessive adjectives when referring to parts of the body, whereas Italian does not, except in marked circumstances, e.g. her heart vs. il cuore. Therefore in the passages describing the Nightingale's body there is inevitably, due to the differences in the language systems described above, more frequent use of possessive adjectives in the original text than in the Italian translations. But over and above this constriction of language code, Wilde has foregrounded the Nightingale's femininity through marked repetition of phrases containing feminine identifiers (she/her). With regard to foregrounding, Douthwaite (2000:110) gives the following definition:
Foregrounding may be seen as any linguistic element sticking out because of its strangeness against a background of routine, ordinary language use.
The following passage illustrates how Wilde constantly reminds the child reader of the Nightingale's female condition precisely through the foregrounding of the feminine gender markers. The seven gender markers are in italics:
And when the moon shone in the heavens the nightingale flew to the Rose-tree, and set her breast against the thorn. All night long she sang, with her breast against the thorn, and the cold crystal Moon leaned down and listened. All night long she sang, and the thorn went deeper and deeper into her breast, and her life-blood ebbed away from her.
In order to better appreciate this foregrounding of the Nightingale's femininity, the original passage can be compared to its 'unforegrounded' version, which contains only 3 gender markers:
And when the moon shone in the heavens the nightingale flew to the Rose-tree, and set her breast against the thorn. All night long she sang and the cold crystal Moon leaned down and listened. The thorn went deeper and deeper, and her life-blood ebbed away.
By contrast, in all but one of the Italian translations examined the nightingale is personified as male, following the grammatical gender (masculine) of the Italian noun "usignolo". Here is how one translator (no, 1) presents the same passage describing the Nightingale's ultimate sacrifice (in brackets in the back translation are the pronouns and possessives which are implicit in Italian):
Ma quando sorse la Luna splendette nei cieli l'Usignolo volò al roseto e mise il petto contro la spina. Tutta la notte cantò col petto contro la spina e la fredda luna di cristallo si chinò ed ascoltò.
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Tutta la notte cantò e la spina gli penetrò sempre più profondamente nel petto e il sangue vitale rifluì da lui.
(Back transl. But when the Moon rose in the skies, the Nightingale flew onto the rose-tree and set (his) breast against the thorn. All the night (he) sang with (his) breast against the thorn and the Moon of cold crystal turned downwards and listened. All the night the Nightingale sang and the thorn entered (his) breast more deeply until (his) vital blood flowed away from him.)
The Italian Nightingale, now a "man", is clearly a different character. In the following example, more than one gender role is reversed. In fact the original text's image of the large, strong figure of a man (the holm-oak) protecting a fragile woman (the nightingale):
But the Oak-tree understood, and felt sad, for he was very fond of the nightingale who had built her nest in his branches.
is converted in the translations into a woman ('la quercia') who offers hospitality to the fragile man ('l'usignolo'):
Ma la quercia capì, e si rattristò, perché amava assai il piccolo Usignolo che si era costruito il nido fra i suoi rami.
(back transl. But the oak (fem.) understood, and grew sad, because she so loved the little nightingale (masc.) who had built his nest among her branches.)
Again only translation no. 3 has translator's notes. We find here the following statement:
Anche in questa novella, come ne "Il Principe Felice", la traduzione non può riproporre fedelmente il testo: il genere della parola Nightingale, nel testo inglese femminile, è reso, in italiano, al maschile (essendo improponibile la lezione "usignola" o "usignoletta"). Si deve comunque ricordare -e questo è il significato della nota -che a compiere il sacrificio è nella storia una creatura di sesso femminile. (N.d.T.) (back transl. In this story too, as in 'The Happy Prince', the translation is not able to re-propose the text faithfully: the gender of the word 'Nightingale', in the English text, is changed in Italian into masculine (as the terms 'usignola' and 'usignoletta' are unacceptable). It must however be remembered -and this is the meaning of the note -that in the story it is a creature of female sex who makes the sacrifice. )
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Once more we see that the translator speakss of the 'gender' of the word as being female rather than explaining that it was the original author's choice to endow the nightingale with feminine attributes. And once again, the translator does not explain why, arbitrarily, he has decided that the feminine form 'usignola' and the diminutive 'usignoletta' cannot be used, due to their being 'unacceptable'. The translator even advises his reader to 'remember' that although in his translation the Nightingale is male, it was female in the original. At this point a question naturally arises. Will this act of 'remembering' have any effect on the image that the Italian child reader has formed in his mind? It is doubtful. And if it does have an effect, it may just be one of confusion -a nightingale that has been declared to be female becoming, apparently without reason, male.
A different solution is proposed in translation no. 9, which, by using the term "usignoletta", keeps the female gender of the Nightingale. The diminutive suffix "-etta" as commonly used in Italian has endearing connotations, displaying a positive attitude towards the person. This translator remains faithful to the original personification and, in doing so, does not consider, as translator no. 3 does, that the diminutive term is 'unacceptable'. This term is not the only one used by translator no. 9 in reference to the Nightingale. In fact he introduces the nightingale as "femminuccia dell'usignolo" (back translation: the female of the nightingale). This expression, however, is somewhat cumbersome and in fact is only used this once, in an obvious attempt by the translator to underline the gender he wishes to give the Nightingale. In further support of this gender underlining is the feminine marked adjective "curiosa" (curious) in an explanation that is not found in the original, already quoted on a previous page:
Dal suo nido sull'agrifoglio la femminuccia dell'usignolo lo udì, e curiosa, si sporse a guardare di tra le foglie." (back transl.: From her nest in the ivy the female of the nightingale heard it, and curious, leant out to look through the leaves.)
Again with reference to the terms used by this particular translator to refer to the nightingale, he alternates 'usignoletta' with 'uccellino'. The latter, meaning 'little bird', is a generic term and grammatically masculine. In Italian, the masculine gender can be either exclusively masculine or a generic term that includes both male and female species (epicene). However, the translator has already clearly communicated to the reader the female gender of the bird in the text by the time he uses 'uccellino', often associating an adjective with a feminine ending (-a) with this more generic epicene. For example:
Ecco finalmente un vero innamorato" disse l'uccellino. "Una notte dopo l'altra sono andata (my note: feminine ending) cantando per lui pur senza conoscerlo […] (back transl: Here is a person really in love at last" said the little bird. "Night after night I have gone to sing for him without knowing him.)
This translation shows that the difference in language codes is not necessarily an obstacle to respecting the personification created in the original text.
In conclusion, Wilde has chosen in this story to personify the main protagonist according to the more traditional canons of womanhood. His Nightingale is a female who is attentive to love's cry, who submits to a man's selfish desires, and who is willing to kill herself as a supreme homage to love. By contrast, in all the translations but one, it is a male nightingale who assumes this role and who sacrifices his life for love by setting his breast against the thorn.
Conclusion
Isobel Murray, the editor of Oscar Wilde's Complete Shorter Fiction, notes that although critics have tended to neglect Wilde's fairy tales and stories these have sold in their millions. They have been dramatised, made into films for cinema and television, adapted for radio and CDs, transformed into cartoons, made into opera, into ballets, into mime plays and, last but not least, translated over and over again into many languages. There has been space here to describe only a few examples of how translators have faced the problem, but these examples reflect the general pattern followed by the translators. This pattern reveals that most translators tend to use the grammatical gender imposed by the Italian language code for the animals or entities personified, even when this clashes with the gender chosen originally by Wilde. It may be argued that because gender is unmarked in reference to animals or entities in grammatically gendered languages such as Italian, but marked in natural gender languages such as English, it is difficult to produce equivalence in translation. It may also be argued that grammatical gender does not influence our thinking with regard to natural gender. However, as has been shown, several studies have proved that grammatical gender does in fact influence categorisation of natural gender. So we may assume that inanimate entities and animals personified in Italian will assume the characteristics of the gender assigned by the grammar of the language.
Our study has shown that, with specific regard to gender, translators seem to have produced a translation driven by form rather than meaning. Assigning gender to a personified character in English depends on the role in the story that the writer wants to give that character. It is therefore necessary for the translator to reflect on the reasons why a particular gender has been given to an animal or entity before deciding which gender to choose in the translation. Such an evaluation should be made by considering the role and consequent behaviour that the character has in the story. In sum, the gender chosen in translation must be credible for the coherence of the story.
If, however, a change is made during the translation process in the gender of personified characters, then the reader, or in the case of school editions the teacher, should at least be informed of the change. It is, to say the least, disconcerting to find that only one of the collections examined has any translator's notes.
It has been seen that these translations of Wilde's classic stories are presented as if they were the originals, even though the text in Italian has undergone quite radical adaptation through gender changes. This phenomenon of presenting a text as if it were 231 the original itself is indeed true of most Italian translations of children's literature. In this regard, Puurtinen (1994:83) claims:
Translations of children's books are often not even conceived of as translations but more as genuine members, operating like originals, in the target literary system. Consequently, translators of children's stories have traditionally been more invisible than other types of translators. Riitta Oittinen (2000: 6) hopes that this will change: the translator for children, too, should be clearly visible; and that the translator, by being loyal to the reader of the translation may be loyal to the author of the original.
In conclusion, by being loyal to gender in the specific question of personification, translators of children's stories will show more loyalty towards the author's creative scheme and present to the Italian child reader a story which more faithfully reflects the original.
